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A Closer Look: Children's and
Young Adult Literature
by Kristin Mcllhagga, Ph.D.
Children's and
Young Adult Literature Tensions of Teachers as Readers
When teachers read children's and young adult literature, we often approach it from a pedagogical stance
asking how the book might be used as a tool to support specific curricular goals. While this can serve our
students and the curriculum in helpful ways, if we are
only focused on literature as a tool, then the literature is
being short-changed. And so are we as readers. Reading
only from a pedagogical stance can result in overlooking artistic and design elements. It can mean missing
nuance and implicit ideologies. So how can we explicitly engage in reading children's and young adult literature in ways that are not primarily about pedagogy?
The "tensions" presented in the following reviews and
responses represent not tensions in books, but tensions
felt by readers, tensions of reading, engaging with, and
responding to children's and young adult literature that
are not pedagogical but that focus on our own understandings as readers.
These responses are examples of ways that three different readers engaged with and navigated new ways of
thinking about books as part of children's and young
adult literature courses. Reviews by teachers Rachel
Goral and Tory Rowland show the ways they engaged
with new understandings about elements of illustration
and design. Because nothing in a book is an accident,
examining these features can lead to deeper insight
and understanding. Some of the reviews engaged with
Adiche's idea of "single story" (2009) to consider the
ways that a book expands understanding of a culture or
people beyond a single experience or stereotype.
High school teacher Brooke Brimacombe's in-depth
response illustrates how she engaged with a chosen
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book that was outside of her own culture and identities.
This response was in partial completion of a graduate
class that asks students to read a book that was outside of their own identities, experiences, and cultures;
paying attention to aspects of the book to which they
did not "relate" or make a personal connection. Instead
of pushing away the feelings of cognitive dissonance,
students were to dig into them deeply. After identifying
a specific area of dissonance, Brooke researched outside
sources to expand her understanding and then returned
to the book and her own response. I've chosen to
include this longer review as an example of how we as
readers can expand our engagement with children's and
young adult literature but also as an example of how
we might scaffold students of all ages to become more
understanding of different cultures and engaging with
experiences outside of their own.
Kristin

Rachel Goral is a kindergarten teacher in Utica
Community Schools.
Tory Rowland teaches third grade in Romeo Schools.
Brooke Briacombe teaches ninth and tenth grade
English in Ferndale Schools.
They are all currently working towards a Master of Arts
in Teaching in Reading and Language Arts at Oakland
University.
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Windows
by Julia Denos, illustrated by
E. B. Goodale
Candlewick Press
2017 ISBN: 076369035X
32 pgs, Grade K and up

Windows is about a child
walking the street at dusk and viewing all of the
different activities going on in people's homes and the
different ways that they live. At the end of the story,
he is happy to be in his own home with those that love
him. The ink and pen illustrations of Windows reveal
depth that both supports and enhances the text. The
text of one double-page spread shows 18 windows of an
apartment building and reads, "There might be a hug,
or a piano, and someone might be learning to dance"
(n.p.). The text is placed diagonally from the top left to
the bottom right of the double page spread, encouraging readers to examine each of the windows from top to
bottom and left to right. Three of the windows match
the text, but the remainder show a range of items and
activities.
Windows reminded me of when we watched
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's TED Talk, The Danger
of a Single Story. Adichie realized that one single story
about any culture cannot define it, "The single story
creates stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes
is not that they are untrue, but that they are incomplete" (2009). The window illustrations provide small
glimpses of the lives of the people inside the homes and
apartments; these glimpses are akin to single stories. The
design of the book itself mirrors the idea that what we
see does not always tell a complete story. I imagine using
the very literal windows to engage my kindergarten
students in thinking about both what we learn about
people in the windows, as well as things we don't know.

All the \fay to Havana
by Margartia Engle,
illustrated by Mike Curato
Henry Holt and Company
2017ISBN: 1627796428
40 pgs, Grade 1 and up

This is a story told from the point of view of a young
boy living in Cuba. He and his family are going to
drive to the city to see his new baby cousin, but first
they must get their car working. They call their 1954
Chevy 210 «Cara Cara" because of the sound it makes
as they drive down the road. Cara Cara is very old
(compared to contemporary U.S. standards) and has
to be fixed creatively using "wire, tape, and mixed-up
scraps of dented metal" (n.p.). As they drive through
the city, the car makes sounds that make the journey
poetic aurally as well as visually. "So we purr cara car
and we glide taka take and we zoom zoom- ZOOM
cluck cluck cluck beside farms, forests, beaches, and
forts" (n.p.). The family's car, featured on every page, is
a beautiful color blue, which can represent stability and
trust according to color theory (Higgins, 2013). The
stability represented by blue reflects the importance of
the car in the life of the family and the child's dreams
of owning this car that his grandfather and father both
have owned.

An author's note provides important background information about why most of the cars in Cuba are more
than 40 years old. A note by illustrator Mike Curato
shares insight about his trip to Cuba to experience the
culture, and a road trip much like the one presented
in the book. This book helped me to think about how
little I know about the country and people living there.
This book has much to offer teachers and students; as a
read aloud for the onomatopoetic language and stunning complementary illustrations, and also as an entry
point to learning more about Cuba.

Flowers for Sarajevo
by John McCutcheon,
illustrated by
Kristy Caldwell
Peachtree Publishers
2017ISBN: 1682630005
32 pgs, Grade 1 and up

The story is about a young boy named Drasko who
works with his father to sell flowers on the street. The
country is at war and his father must go to battle while
Drasko tends to the flowers alone. When the square

Spring 2018, Vol. 50, No. 3

Ill

Flowers ~

ror Sarajevo

71

d

Must Read Texts

that he works on is bombed, many things change.
There is a symbol in the story that is brighter on each
page than all the others: the Rower. The roses that
Drasko and his father sell become a focal point of the
story. A Rower is beautiful and when the square he
works on becomes scary and filled with sadness, roses
still represent beauty. On each page with a Rower, the
red is rich with passion while the rest of the page is covered in cool tones of browns, grays, and blues. Through
all of the sadness, beauty remains. The color red can
also represent danger, war, and blood (Higgins, 2013).
This would be an appropriate symbolism for this story
due to the war taking place and the deaths experienced.
Beauty or blood?
After reading the author's note, I learned about the
significance of a man who came and played the cello
at the site of the massacre. The man's name was Verdan
Smailovic and he played every day for 22 days; one
day for each person who lost his or her life. One page
really struck me. The dialogue went, ''All of us-Serb
and Croat, Muslim and Christian-stand side by side,
listening to a language we all understand" (p. 17). I love
how people can come together and listen to music as a
shared experience. Music can make people feel happy,
sad, angry, tense, or relaxed. I relate this quote to the
symbolism of the Rower: "There is no direct or universal connection between an object and its meaning ... "
but I believe a flower is always beautiful (Serefini,
2012, p.8). After the dust settles, people return to
their normal life of visiting the square and such. A rose
symbolizes beauty no matter what language you speak.
Beauty in the square still existed after everyone came
together post tragedy and that is a beautiful thing.

Ihat Neighbor Kid
by Daniel Miyares
Simon and Schuster Books for
Young Reader
2017ISBN: 1481449796
32 pgs, Grade PK-2
This is a beautiful story of a little boy and girl who foster
a friendship by working together to build a tree house.
Based on the limited text of "Hi" and "Hi," it could be
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assumed that the book is simple, but after spending time
immersed in the illustrations, it is anything but simple.
The book begins very dark and mysterious as the little
girl watches the boy begin his building of the tree
house. As her curiosity spikes, they end up face-to-face
and exchange an awkward, "Hi," after the boy drops his
hammer and the girl retrieves it. Once he offers her a
smile and a pot of nails, orange color begins to appear
on the page representing warmth, creativity, and happiness. As the story progresses, and also the tree house,
more color illuminates the page to make the reader
feel the growth of trust and friendship between the
children. Yellow and orange are the first to appear and
most prominent. I believe this was done on purpose to
represent the warmth and happiness the two characters
feel when they become friends.
Viewing and visually representing are two of the six
language arts that are present in all of our classrooms.
That Neighbor Kid is a fantastic picture book for engaging with the depth that can be conveyed in these areas,
primarily through illustrations.

Anything But Typical
by Nora Raleigh Baskin
Simon and Schuster
2010 ISBN: 978-1416995005
189 pgs, Grade 5 and up
Jason Blake is in sixth grade. Jason
loves to write stories, which not
many people know. Jason has
autism, which everyone knows. The first person narration in this story provides insight into what he notices
about people who are neurotypical. For example, at
one point in the story Jason is approached by two girls
at a restaurant. He isn't sure who they are or why they
are approaching him because all the girls at his school
usually seemed "so disgusted" with him. Jason says,
"Sometimes I have trouble recognizing people I am
supposed to know. Especially if there is nothing for me
to use as a clue, like a particular kind of hair, very long
or very straight or very black, being very fat, or braces
on their teeth. Or where they are when I see them, like
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at the doctor's office or the gas station or the library.
Sometimes someone's voice, a hat they always wear,
who they are with, or their perfume can help" (p. 34).
My experience reading this book made me realize my
single-story (Adiche, 2009) of the autism spectrum.
It's kind of embarrassing to admit, but although I'm a
teacher, I knew very little about autism. In each district
where I have worked, they made one school a "home
base" for students with different disabilities. I've worked
in one of those schools, but I've never had any students
with autism in my own class. My limited, single story
of people with autism is that they like to do the same
things over and over, and are sensitive to sounds and
touch. Reading this scene, and the entire book through
Jason's perspective gave me a better understanding of
some challenges that some people with autism can face.
It made me realize that something I take for granted
may be an obstacle for someone else.

It Ain't So Awful, Falafel
by Firoozeh Dumas
Clarion Books
2016 ISBN: 978-0-544-61231-0
389 pgs, Grade 4 and up
Zomorod Yousefzadeh, was born in
Abadan, Iran and moved to Compton,
California with her mother and father when she was
in the second grade. They've moved three more times
since then: back to Iran, back to Compton, and now
to Newport Beach. She is starting at a new school for
her sixth-grade year, and decides to have everyone call
her Cindy. Set in the late 1970s, Cindy's story is one
in which she feels like she is constantly explaining her
home country and culture to others. She also works to
help her parents understand English and the cultures of
a country in which they did not grow up. Soon there is
unrest in Iran that is being covered by American news
channels. One day after school, Cindy's teacher asks
her, "can you tell us a little bit about what's going on
in Iran?" (p. 146). Now she is expected to speak for an
entire country? As Americans are taken hostage and her
father fails to find a job, life becomes more challenging
than Cindy ever expected.

This book helped me to think more about the ways
that books can be both mirrors (seeing ourselves or our
experiences in a book) and windows (seeing the lives
and experiences different from our own) for the same
reader (Sims-Bishop, 1990). The angst felt by many
middle- and high school-aged students of wanting
to "fit in" can be a mirror for anyone who has had a
similar experience. This is where I would have previously stopped in terms of a response to the book. I also
thought about the ways that fitting in for Zomorod is
a window for me because she is trying to fit in as an
immigrant who speaks a different language and eats
"weird food" (according to her classmates); I have not
experienced this, myself. This book could serve as an
entry point to discuss and learn more about being both
a student and an immigrant from Iran living in the
United States.
When I think specifically about my own response to a
book as a reader (not just a teacher), I also realize the
opportunity to share my experiences with my students.
In this book, for example, I was surprised at how adamant Cindy's father was about her education. He said,
"If I had one son and one daughter and could only educate one of them, I would educate my daughter. You
know why? A girl without an education has no power;
she is always at the mercy of others" (p. 218). I reread
this quote a few times because it was so thought-provoking and vital in showing how women are vulnerable to oppression without education. The aspect that
surprised me was that an Iranian father, who held very
traditional Persian beliefs, wanted his daughter to be
different, powerful, and successful and knew that the
way to obtain independence is through education.
I realized that I have only ever read (or seen) portrayals of Iranian men as controlling and restricting the
rights of women. To expand my single story, I sought
out more information about women in Iran. I learned
that there are many acts of resistance in the Iranian
community against the oppression of women. Women
can counter oppression through becoming educated
or challenging ideas in subtle apparel changes. I am
looking forward to sharing this reading experience with
my students as a way to show them how engaging with
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a book as a mirror or window can be interesting and
help us better understand the characters in a book that
are different from us.

A Time to Dance
by Padma Venkatraman
Speak: Penguin Group
2015 ISBN: 978-0147514400
336 pgs, Grade 7 and up

to her culture. The descriptions of life in India with
traditional parents and loving grandma Paati prompted
me to read more information about Indian culture and
watch videos of Bharatanatyam dance.
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Told in verse form, the stanzas mimic pulse and rhythm
that is key to a dancer's life. Veda's first person point-ofview provides a window into how she learns to navigate
staying true to her passion for dance while learning to
move with a prosthetic leg and finding a new dance
teacher.
Venkatraman's use of sparse but specific language
helped me to gain insight into Veda's experiences
that were different from my own as a person who is
able-bodied. Veda explains, "Pain from my phantom
limb pierces me. As if a million fire ants are stinging
my nonexistent skin. Ever had your leg go to sleep?
Go numb for a while and later tingle back to life? Like
that. Only my leg's amputated. So it hurts worse,"
(p. 234). While the writing helped me to concretize
(Nodelman & Reimer, 2007) Veda's experiences, I also
recognized that I am reading the book as an outsider
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